A critical part of infants' ability to acquire any language involves segmenting continuous speech input into discrete word forms. Certain properties of words could provide infants with reliable cues to word boundaries. Here we investigate the potential utility of vowel harmony (VH), a phonological property whereby vowels within a word systematically exhibit similarity ("harmony") for some aspect of the way they are pronounced. We present evidence that infants with no experience of VH in their native language nevertheless actively use these patterns to generate hypotheses about where words begin and end in the speech stream. In two sets of experiments, we exposed infants learning English, a language without VH, to a continuous speech stream in which the only systematic patterns available to be used as cues to word boundaries came from syllable sequences that showed VH or those that showed vowel disharmony (dissimilarity). After hearing less than one minute of the streams, infants showed evidence of sensitivity to VH cues. These results suggest that infants have an experienceindependent sensitivity to VH, and are predisposed to segment speech according to harmony patterns. We also found that when the VH patterns were more subtle (Experiment 2), infants required more exposure to the speech stream before they segmented based on VH, consistent with previous work on infants' preferences relating to processing load. Our findings evidence a previously unknown mechanism by which infants could discover the words of their language, and they shed light on the perceptual mechanisms that might be responsible for the emergence of vowel harmony as an organizing principle for the sound structure of words in many languages.
Introduction
A fundamental problem that infants face from the earliest stages of language acquisition is identifying the sequences of sounds that are the words in their language. Pauses are poor predictors of lexical boundaries in continuous speech. Thus, infants must rely on other cues to identify beginnings and ends of words. Cues that have been identified include word stress (Curtin, Mintz, & Christiansen, 2005; Johnson & Jusczyk, 2001; Thiessen & Saffran, 2003) , transitional probabilities between syllables (Aslin, Saffran, & Newport, 1998; Saffran, Aslin, & Newport, 1996; Thiessen & Saffran, 2003) , and phonotactic cues involving representations of sound sequences that are more or less likely to occur at word boundaries (Mattys & Jusczyk, 2001; Mattys, Jusczyk, Luce, & Morgan, 1999) . Both within a language and across languages, none of these cues alone is guaranteed to identify word boundaries. Hence, infants must make use of a number of probabilistic cues to segment words from fluent speech.
Here we present research concerning perceptual biases that could aid infants in segmenting continuous speech into words. Specifically, we present evidence that infants are sensitive to vowel harmony, a property of many languages whereby vowels within a word systematically exhibit similarity (or "harmony") for some aspect of the way they are pronounced. For example, in a language with vowel harmony for the property of lip rounding, within a word, all vowels are either produced with rounded lips (e.g., [u, o] ) or with unrounded lips (e.g., [i, e] ), but these two vowel types are never combined. Our research shows that 7-month-old infants learning English are sensitive to vowel harmony patterns, even though English does not exhibit vowel harmony. Our experiments demonstrate that infants segment words from continuous speech at locations where harmony patterns are disrupted.
Since the infants in our study were never exposed to a natural language with vowel harmony, they never experienced the correlation of disruptions in harmony patterns with word boundaries, yet they segmented speech at junctures of disharmony. Our findings, thus, contribute to two important issues in language development. First, our finding of a previously unknown capability of human infants to rapidly 
